i WIIHJII A regulatory agency oversees the distribution and sale of alcoholic beverages. Known as Alcoholic Beverage Control (ABC) boards in most states, these agencies decide which wholesalers and retailers will be permitted to operate in the state. They can also influence the density, location, and kind of retail outlets through their licensing activities. Finally, these boards license outlets such as restaurants that sell alcohol for on-site consumption.
The ABC boards were originally established to prevent the abuses of the pre-Prohibition era. They were intended to curb vicious or excessive drinking. But this purpose has gradually faded. A survey conducted in the mid-1970s by Medicine in the Public Interest found that the overwhelming majority of ABC administrators felt their responsibilities were not in any way related to public health.1 They instead stressed the importance of collecting tax revenues, maintaining orderly markets, and excluding crime from the business.
Yet it is clear that ABC laws also promote temperance and discourage inappropriate drinking, albeit less visibly. Minimum age laws, limits on the number and nature of outlets, and to some extent high taxes are all intended to limit the availability of alcohol and reduce the harm of inappropriate drinking. Recently, interest has been growing in again strengthening these mechanisms to lessen drinking problems. But the ghost of Prohibition continues to restrain such preventive efforts. It would be an important step forward to dissociate these efforts from the distorted image of Prohibition that now prevails.
Alcohol Prices, Highway Fatalities, and Cirrhosis Death Rates
A fundamental law of economics holds that as the price of something goes up, people will generally buy less of it. This undoubtedly explains part of the decline in drinking during Prohibition. The price of alcohol roughly tripled or quadrupled after the 18th Amendment took effect. Many people, espeoallv
'Medicine in the Public Interest. The Effects of Akohotic-Bavrase-Csnt'd Lr->bout 8 million of the United States' 226 million people lived in dry jurisdictions.
